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5 Survey mistakes and 

how to avoid them 

“Prejudice is a great time saver; it enables you to form opinions 
without having to gather the facts.” 

The Survey Process 

 
During the past year I've been working with Nigel Marriott (Marriott Statistical 
Consulting) helping clients get real insight from their data.  Part of that has 
included advising clients on the best ways to design and analyse their surveys.   
 
We help clients with the complete, end-to-end survey process: 

 
 
This article summarises some of our Learning Points from a range of 
Customer and Staff Surveys. 
 
Mistake No.1: Failing to link survey questions to survey objectives 

 

 

There are many different objectives that could be set 
for any survey and unless these are clear at the start, 
it will be impossible to ensure the right questions are 
being asked. 
 

 

http://www.marriott-stats.com/
http://www.marriott-stats.com/
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Objectives such as “to get an update on last year's survey” aren’t really good 
enough.  This makes the assumption that last year's survey had clear objectives 
and was well-designed. 
 
Where an organisation has carried out previous surveys AND taken actions to 
address any issues, it’s much easier to set objectives.  Say, your organisation 
has worked at improving top-down communications and the skills of its 
leaders, then it becomes clear what the objectives should be: 
 

- to what extent do staff believe top-down communications have 
improved, and 

- how well do staff believe senior managers lead the organisation 
 
It follows that if you have a few clear objectives you’re more likely to have a 
smaller number of targeted questions (which leads us to mistake number 2). 
 
 
Mistake No. 2: Too many questions 

 
What happens when you ask too many questions? 
People get bored with the survey (question 
fatigue) and either give up before the end of the 
survey, or they end up ticking the same box, 
irrespective of what they really feel.  So, one of the 
things we’re interested in measuring is the 
proportion of people who fail to complete the 
survey and understanding where they ’give up’. 
  
 
You then have to ask how many questions do you need. An interesting piece 
of work we did recently looked at the correlation between responses on a core 
set of questions which we pulled out as a ’theme’ and responses to other 
questions.  
 
Interestingly, on this particular survey, virtually all the issues were adequately 
captured in around 30 questions.  All the other questions were merely subtle 
variants of the same topics and the responses to these questions were closely 
aligned with the responses in the main theme. I'm not suggesting 30 questions 
is a ‘model answer’ for how many questions to ask, but I would challenge the 
value of creating surveys with 100+ questions.  Firstly, it increases the amount 
of analysis work needed and secondly you do have to ask how likely it is that 
you can take any sensible actions across such a vast number of responses.   
 
My advice would be, having set your objectives, select the themes you wish to 
explore and select a small number of key questions within these themes. 
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Mistake No. 3: Designer bias 

 
Recently I was invited to complete an online survey and was happy to do so. 
However, I only got as far as the third question and had to give up. The 
question allowed multiple options to be selected as well as an 'other' free text 
response. This was set as a mandatory question. None of the tick box options 
applied to me and the survey wouldn't allow me only to answer with a free text 
'other' response, so I had to abandon it.   
 
There were actually two problems here: designer bias and survey workflow. 
The designer assumed every respondent would wish to select one of the 
options provided and made it mandatory for one of these to be selected.  End 
result, I and others will have dropped out early in the survey and the 
accumulated results will be biased towards the answers designed into the 
survey, which may not be representative of the wider population. 
 
 
Mistake No. 4: Analysing answers to individual questions 

 
This may sound counter-intuitive, but 
the specific answers to individual 
questions aren't necessarily the best 
place to look for improvement 
opportunities.  
 
Sometimes it’s the patterns of 
responses that give you the most 
insight.  
 

 

 
In a recent survey we used a clustering technique to look for patterns in 
responses and, for each of the key themes in the survey, it was quite easy to 
identify discrete groups of respondent, each of whom made similar responses. 
So, instead of (the typical) reporting approach of “25% of people were 
satisfied with X”, we were able to report that, for example: 
 

 a group of people were broadly happy (Satisfied/Very Satisfied) with 
Leadership and a further group were broadly happy except with the 
way they saw senior managers responding to staff suggestions and 
seeking ideas for improvement 

 particular roles/grades fell into these clusters 
 
The clustering approach makes it easier to identify potential improvements and 
target them at relevant sub-groups of the overall population. 
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Example:  
An MCA Plot is a 
2D map of all 
the possible 
responses to 
each question as 
shown by the 
small labels.   
 
Where labels 
are next to each 
other, this 
means people 
within those 
categories give 
similar 
responses to all 
the questions.   

 

 By examining all such responses, it is possible to split the map into 
segments and characterise each segment, as shown by the large 
labels. 

 
 
Mistake No. 5: Poor characterisation 

 
Our approach to clustering (above) works best when the respondents can be 
characterised effectively.  
 
The usual break-downs in a staff survey are age, sex, ethnicity, grade, role, 
location and length of service (and occasionally, religion).  Any options given 
within these groups MUST be mutually exclusive and must allow respondents 
an option to decline from answering. An easy mistake to make is to include 
‘nationality’ within ‘ethnicity’.  ‘White’ is a valid ethnicity option, but ‘British’ is 
not.  
 
 
 
In this example, we were 
able to combine effective 
characterisation of 
respondents (“Location”), 
with clustering, to show the 
relative proportions falling 
within each of the four 
clusters (shown by the 
different coloured bars).  
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In our experience, it is not unusual for people to opt out in significant 
numbers from answering these characterisation questions, so you do have to 
be clear why you need to ask for multiple options.  Sometimes, respondents 
are worried about their anonymity and we make it clear that we won’t create 
sub-reports on groups of less than 20 people.  In the public sector, many 
organisations say this is for ’diversity monitoring’, but if there are low response 
rates, you may not find out anyway. 
 

Summary 

In this article I have tried to highlight some potential pitfalls in designing and 
analysing surveys.  There are many more!   
 
A key message would be to be clear about the end-to-end survey process and 
be really clear about the end result you're looking for, right at the start. 
 
Finally, it’s important to remember 
that the value of a survey will only be 
realised if you take action to address 
any issues or opportunities 
highlighted by the analysis. 

 
 

Our track record 

Our consultants have been helping organisations in the private and public sectors 
to manage and improve performance for over two decades.  We have designed and 
analysed customer, supplier and staff surveys in a wide range of sectors and 
businesses.  We also provide support for the “improvement” phase, once the 
survey results have been analysed, for example by running management or staff 
workshops to prioritise improvements and how to address them.   

We are not wedded to a particular methodology; we’re just focused on helping 
clients get the best insights possible from their chosen survey approach.  We help 
clients identify their survey goals and then develop a design and analysis approach 
to achieve these. 

Please contact us for more information about how we can help you to get better 
insight from, and more value out of, your surveys. 
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